Fluctuating asymmetries (left-right differences in symmetric traits) can be negatively related to fitness parameters in a number of biological systems. Hence, it has been suggested that symmetric individuals should outcompete asymmetric individuals during intraspecific agonistic encounters. However, there is a lack of experimental evidence for such a relationship. We investigated the relationship between trait asymmetry (both directional and fluctuating asymmetry) and the outcome of agonistic encounters among size-matched male shore crabs. Our findings indicate that cheliped ('weapon claw') directional asymmetry is not related to the outcome of fights, whereas fluctuating asymmetry in the fifth pereiopod, but not the second pereiopod, is negatively related to the likelihood of winning conspecific aggressive encounters. This relationship is most readily explained by a biomechanical advantage in symmetric individuals, as the fifth pereiopod is likely to be mechanically important in maintaining stability and balance during fighting. There is no evidence that asymmetry (in traits that display fluctuating asymmetry) is related to an intrinsic individual quality factor. None the less, the relative mechanical advantage of low asymmetry may give rise to fitness benefits in symmetric crabs that may have evolutionary consequences.
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Fluctuating asymmetry is an estimate of developmental instability and represents the minor, random deviation from symmetry that occurs during the development of otherwise symmetric traits (Ludwig 1932) . There has been much recent interest in the evolutionary relevance of these small asymmetries, as there is accumulating evidence that relatively symmetric individuals experience fitness advantages in some taxa (reviews in Møller & Pomiankowski 1993; Watson & Thornhill 1994; Møller & Swaddle 1997) . There is also some evidence to indicate direct selection for symmetric individuals, both in terms of natural (e.g. Swaddle 1997) and sexual selection processes (e.g. Møller 1993; Swaddle & Cuthill 1994) .
It has been suggested that symmetric individuals may gain fitness advantages by outcompeting relatively asymmetric individuals during intraspecific agonistic encounters (Thornhill 1992; Thornhill & Sauer 1992; Liggett et al. 1993; Malyon & Healy 1994; Møller et al. 1996) . However, there are a number of conflicting correlations between social dominance and trait asymmetry (Swaddle & Witter 1994; Witter & Swaddle 1994; Hoysak & Ankney 1996; Dufour & Weatherhead 1998) and, additionally, none of the experimental investigations of the influence of trait asymmetry on agonistic encounters follows the predicted pattern (Møller 1992a (Møller , 1993 Swaddle & Witter 1995; Swaddle 1996; Jablonski & Matyjasiak 1997) . Therefore, the influence of fluctuating asymmetry on the outcome of intraspecific agonistic encounters is not clear; there is evidence from a range of taxa that on some occasions symmetric individuals do better, whereas on other occasions symmetry does not predict competitive ability. Hence, there is a need for further experimental investigations of the relationship between developmental stability and dominance. Here, we investigated the relationship between asymmetry and fight outcome in the male shore crab.
Agonistic interactions between crustaceans occur in the context of competition for resources such as food, mates or shelter, as well as resulting from chance encounters (Hazlett 1968 (Hazlett , 1974 Jachowski 1974; Rubenstein & Hazlett 1974; Hyatt 1983; Reid et al. 1994; Sneddon et al. 1997a) . The majority of studies have indicated that largerbodied crabs are more successful in contests against smaller conspecifics (Callinectes sapidus: Jachowski 1974;
